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FAMILY TIES

Fred Jingles, 17, holds the hands of his biological mother, Kimberly Freeman, left, a Twin Towers Jail inmate, and his annt LaVet-

ta White in Pasadena Juvenile Court on Tuesday during adoption proceedings. Fred has spent four years in the foster cape sya-
tern and seven months in a probation camp. The adoption by his aunt and uncle required the efforts of multiple counly agencies, i







Children
must not
suffer

Re “Clounty missed
slgng of boy's abuse,”
C May sl

Ag a resident of
Los Angeles County.
T am appadied and
slekened and most of all
zaddened by the death
of 8-vear old Gabriel
Fernander {rom horrifie
injuries altegediy inflicted by his mother's boyfrientd
~—even after soclal workers had investigated the couple
for child abuse.

What is wrong with the county Department of
Children and Family Services? How many more chikd
deaths and Injuries have to oceur because its social
workers are undertrained and overworked? The system
is broken and is suffering from neglect.

On Thursday, The Times reported that the county
expects a 350 milion boost in tax revenue. 1 hope the
Board of Bupervisors uses a large porsion of the money o
hire more social workers and train them to more gwiftly
remove children from such dangerous situations.

Jover Woonronn
Valenein

GABRIEL Fernandes, 8, |
suffered fatal injuries.

B T R

This line about
Fernandez having suicidal
thoughts says it all:
“Authorities dismissed the
complaint without remov-
Ing him or hospitslizing
himbecause he hadno
specificplanto carrvout g
suicide, records show.” Isit
notd abnormal for 2 small

- ¢hild to even hiave thoughts
of suieide?

DOFB needstobe
regtaffed starting fromthe
top down, No more deaths,
period.

Eo HIzsHETTER
San Diege
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Edwin Tamayo SaVS

- agents asked him to

record @ captain in a
fundraising probe,

ByRozgrT Farvrzomr,
JACE LECNARD AND
ANDREW Brangsrrmy

A Los Angeley County
sheriff’s deputy wore a wire
for the. FBI last month, se-
gretiy recording a depart.
ment supervisor as part of
an Investigation into allegs.
fzzons of inpropey fundrais-
g, the deputy and nis attor-
neys said.

Deputy Edwin Tamayo
told The Times that FRI
agents asked him to wear
the wire after he told themmn
that a captain gathered him

and other Subordinates at »
patrol station barbecue nit
and ordered them o sell
tekets to g 201 fundraiser |
for Carmen Trutanteh's un. |
successiul bid for distriet at-
torney. He declined to S8y
which department supervi-
sor ke recorded,

While federg) authorities
h_&ve used wiresin Investiga-
tions of law enforcement
é}gencies before, this ig the
first indication that the biy-
real hags used the tactic as
part of itz expangsive probeof
the Sheriff's Department.

Tamayo, a d-year de-
partment veteran who s
how on leave, came forward
after facing criming] allegs-
tons of his own, He sald he
Was accused of fixing s trar
fle ticket for & bribe. He ge-
nies the allegation but de-

[See Wire, Ad4)
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Hewas8
years old.

That'sa
greab age for
most kids.
They're curi-
ous, Innoeent,
full of life,

But Gabri-
el Fernandez
of Palmdalewas in a Hiving
hell, by official aceounts,
and had stopped breathing
whenparamedics arrived at
his home on May 22.

His skull was fractured in
two places. Two ribs were
broken. Teeth had been
knocked out or possibly
vanked cui. BB pellets were
embedded inhislung. His
siiu had been burned.

{t's ahorrific, stomach-
turning level of abuse, as
detailed Friday in a2 Page
One story by my colleague
Garrett Therolf, and it's
impossible to understand
how anyone could dothat to
achild,

Two days after hewas
hospitalized, Gabriel died,
His mother, Pearl Fernan-
dez, and her hoyiriend,
Isauro Aguirre, were
charged with murder and
torture, Aguirre fold ani-
thorities he had beaten
Glabrisl on numerous ocoa-
sions “for ving and being
dirty.” according to author-
ities,

Ifthey're guilty, I can't
think of a penalty too severe.
But the mother and hoy-
friend are not the only ones
who will have to answer for
CGrabriel’s death,

The L A County Bepart-
ment of Children and Fami-
Iy Services, with along
stringof shocking failuresin
the deaths of children, isin
the middie of this one, too,
The agencyleft Gabrielin
hiz mother’s care despite six
allegations of abuse overthe
past decade involving Ga-
briel and other chitdren.

. Andwe're not talking
ahoyt scant evidence that
Fahriel was in danger.,

Caught up ina family
dispute over his guardian-
ship, Gabriel was taken
from relatives last October
by hiz mother Immediately

P

afterward, Gabriel’s teacher
reported that the hoy had
facial bruising and said his
mother had struck him with
a belt buclde and punched
him in the stomach.

A month later, the same
teacher sald Gabrielcame
to schoolwith a “busted Hip”
and claimed his motherhad
punched him, .

In January of this year.
the teacher reported that
Grabriel’s face was swollen
and hruised and he sald hig
mother had shot him inthe
facewith a BE gun.

inMarch, g therapist
reported that Gabriel might
have been sexually as-
saulted by a relative, and
that he had indicated he
right Kilt himmself.

Eight yearsold, and this
peorchild was thinldng
aboul suicide.

And whatwas Farmnily
Hervices doing all the while?

Mot nearly encugh.

Some of the allegations
couldn't be substantiated
by caseworkers, and Gabriel
recanted some of his owm
statements, But how hard
couldd it have beentocon-
nect the dots?

There’s no indication
that anyone from Family
Bervices considered the
totality of the aliegations, or
gave enough congideration
fothe factthat Gabriel's
mother had a eriminal
record and a history of gang
involvement and substance
abuse.

A confidential internal
review of thie case found
evidence ofmultiple fallures
on the part of department,
employeas, Among other
probiems, the review found
that *the case plan was
inadeguate,” the depart-
ment “did not complete
required visits,” an investi-
gationiwas closed “despite
no resolutionto problems,”
there was inadeguate or no
contact with other family
members, and that Gabriel
was notinterviewedina
neutrallocation, away from
those who might influence
his answars,

Al ofthat is inexcusable.
Boisthe fact that at the
time of Gabriel’s death, one
abuse allegation had not vet

s

Family Services agency must answer for child’s horrific death

GABRIEL FERMNMANDEZ'S mother and her boy-
friend have been charged with murder and torture.

peen resolved, and the
social worker on the case
“made minimal attempts to
investigate,” according to
thereview.

Zowhat did Pamily
Hervices Director Philip
Browning do about allof
this?

He putl four empioyees
on desk duty pending fur-
ther review.

Diesk duty? Youmean
they're still on the joband
getiing pald to malke deci-
siong about children’s Hves?

Twould have had s differ-
ent assigmment forthem
and anyone else who
touched this case: Leave the
building immmediately. De-
pending on their level of
involvement, I would have
fired them or suspended
them without pay whila the
review continues. And i
would have Hned all their
supervisors up against the
wall and ordered them to
explain how there could
havebeen suchacata-
strophic breakdown.

Bure, these are difficult
jobsand thousands ofidds
are atrisk at any time, And
although Family Services
employvees doalotof good
and even heroic work under
difficult circumastances,
some children will dle be-
cauge thelr own relatives are
mMonsters,

But Gabriel Fernandez is
dead despite overwhelming
avidence that he wasinperil
for months, ifnot longer.
And arecent review of the

department found that in 15
other cases where 3 child
died, nobody was fired
despite "egreglous errors”
by department stall

Mayhe this leniency is
why Browning s having go
much trouble changing the
“cudture” of the department,
ashe’sbeentryingtodoin
his i monthsontheiob By
some accounts, he's made
some hegdway, andinan
interview Friday he laid out
several ways inwhich he's
trying to estabiish more
“cominon sense, oritical
thinking and accountabil-
ity

“It defies my imagination
how someane-could not
have seen this coming.”
Browning said. But then he
began tocouch i, saying
that “Monday morning
quarterbacking is very easy”
and the “culture can’t be
changed overnight and it
cart hechangedinayearor
two,”

Nonsgense. Just tell peo-
ple to do their jobs, and
crack down on them when
they don’t.

I Browning can't get the
Job done soon, the Board of
Bupervisors — which ulfi-
mately is responsible for
this long-running night-
mare — should find are.
placement.

AL 2:RZpom. on May 24,
Gabriel Fernandez of Palm-
dale was pronoimced dead.

Hewas 8 years old.

stevelopern@latimes.com
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The Gabriel Fernandez case

% HERE IS NOTHING moere outra-
geous than the death of a chilid
at the hands of an abugive par-
ent. who was under the watch of

. child welfare workers who, in the

end, didn't step in and stop the abuse, Such
appesrs to be the case with the death of
gyear-oid Cabriel Fernandez. All the el
ements are there for 2 high-pitched emo-
sional public regponse: Politiclans, Govern-
rnent bureaterats. Bad parents. And anin-
nocent child, now dead.

But il the public and the eounty supervi-
zors leave their setting on outrage, experi-
enece shows that the result is too often a oy-
cle of invective, firings, discipline and policy
changes that may satisfy a hunger for ac-
tion, but only of the wheel-spinning sort.
L.os Angeles County has been through this

Cpountless times, reacting with unfocused

anger to the cruet death of a chdld, with the
result that the Department of Children and
Family Services has run through I7 perma-
nent dirsefors or temporary

parently unheeded warnings (o county au-
thorities whose purpose is to ensure the
safety of children.

The job of 2 child social worker is exceed-
ingly dnfzcu t, perhaps nowhere more so
than in Los Angeles County. When tragedies
(or “critical incidents” as they ars called [n
county reports) ceccur, frontline workers
wha chose the profession out of & sense of
dedication to child welfare and spent yvears
in training are often branded in the public
as incompetent ov lazy, Caseloads are large.
Managers, hoping to respond to-or avold a
tongue-tashing or worse from the Board of
Supervigors, respond to each incident with
2 new policy or practice, a new orm to
complete, a new layer of oversight, resuiring
in an ever-expanding polcy manusal that
ig now about 6,000 pages long — impossible
for a ohild social worker to read, let alone
follow.

Frontling workers often feel under as
sault, and they quickly learn to hunker down

and keep their heads low

leaders over the last 25
vears, and that it has added
and then sliminated layers
of supervision and report.
ing. The churnof lgadership
and the changes of policy
and procedure are 1o no

Yes, there will
always be deaths
in the child
welfare system.

Even that lswt easy. The
maiority of children who die
due to abuse or neglect do
50 in their parents’ home,
so there i3 an obvious -
centive for soclal workers
wanting to avold serutiiny —

avall, and in fact are coun- A 5 wanting to avoid responsi-
terproductive, if they fail to Bllt th‘lt dgt\'%ﬁ t Wity for the next Gabriel
imwe the ?hﬂd ';mlfare syYs-  mean we can"t, }?‘es‘n;mdzz - :@ ;Egmw
tern any closer to improve- 5 mend rémoving children
raent. I if is to have any and Sh@ﬂldﬁ i, from  their homes even
chance of bheing uselul, the d() bet‘ter when i isn't clear how sexl-

outrage must in the end

ous the threat is. But evi-
dence also shows that ¢nil-

vield to & more raundane,
elinical analysis of what
went wrong. And then the difficult. stogging
work of adjusting, supervising, overseeing,
improving.

Lat's be clear that outrage, in the case of
Gabriel Fernandez, Is warranted. The de-
tails of his abuse and death, as set forth in
internal county docurnents and reported by
Times staff writer Garrett Therclf on May
30, are gruesome and depressing. There had
been numerous investigations into allega-
tions of neglect and emotional and physical
abuge against him and his siblings dating
back to 2003, Hospital reports tell of head
injuries, BB gun wounds, fractures and
bruises. Pellets were found in his groin and
nis lung.

Ciabriel's teacher told of bruising on his
face and hands, scratches on his head, a
swolien face. The child reportedly toid au-
thorities he had been sexually abused and
shot in the Tace with a BE gun. A suicide
note was discovered.

Tepeated referrals to the Department of
Children and Family Sgrvices resulted in in-
vestigations, followed Iy determinations
that allegations of abuse were unfounded,
Ome referral was still open, twomonths after
the state’s legal deadline for completing an
irvestigation, at the time of the cilld’s death
on May 24, )

Cl o f omdende dan vmmaadasd Aasl o

dren taken from their par-
ents and referred to foster care suffer
psychologically, generally perform more
poorly in school, are more likely to becoms
invelved in the delinguency system and
have trouble coping with Jife once they be-
come adults — so there Is an incentive too to
keep families united or, at least, to be able to
produce numbers that show fewer children
peing removed from theiy homes. Judgment
is needed above all, but udgment means
choice, ¢hoices can be wrong, and conge-
guences for the worker can be serious.

A succession of confidential internal
county reports to the Board of Supervisors
advise:that failures begin on the front end,
with workers who have beeh impropexly
trained, dor’t perform investigations prop-
erly, domt use assessment tools correctly
and dow't communicate well That implss
continuing fallures up and dowi the line —
with hiring, training, supervi wing.

The bucks stops with the Board of Su-
pervisors. Its task is to walk the very narrow
line betwesn outragé — the fury that can re-
sultin & round of recriminations, purges and
policy swings, without any actual improve-
ment in department culture and practice —
and the fatalistic notion that ina county the
size of Los Angeles, Improvement is beyond
reach, It's not. There may always e tragic
akiled Adpathe Bt we can do hetter
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